Is university Capable to Build Resilience in Students?  by Minulescu, Mihaela
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  180 ( 2015 )  1628 – 1631 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
1877-0428 © 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
Peer-review under responsibility of The Association “Education for tomorrow” / [Asociatia “Educatie pentru maine”].
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2015.02.317 
ScienceDirect
The 6th International Conference Edu World 2014 “Education Facing Contemporary World 
Issues”, 7th - 9th November 2014 
Is university capable to build resilience in students? 
Mihaela Minulescu* 
National College of Administrative and Political Studies, Department of Communication, Bucureşti, 30 Bd. Expozitiei, Bucuresti, Romania 
Abstract 
The paper probes the hypothesis that the students are able to develop attitudes and abilities pertaining to resilience during their 
academic studies. We consider if humor expresses a resilience positive protective factor. We explore the similarity between 
personality profiles of students and their preferred professors, in a fist in line exploratory study dedicated to resilience enhanced 
by relationship mentor-student. 
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1. Problem statement 
 
Resilience is regarded in current research as a positive capacity of people that permit the human beings to cope with 
adversity and stress, accidents and catastrophic events, and to bounce back to equilibrium after the disruption. 
Resilience is also viewed to correspond to cumulative protective factors, contrary to cumulative risk factors, that 
enhance the psychic system to use exposure to stressors to provide resistance to future negative events. Resilience 
involves dynamic processes, an interaction between both risk and protective processes, internal and external to the 
individual that can modify the perception and the effects of an adverse life event.  
The resilience studies predominantly focused on significant adverse life events and resilience. These events 
predominantly involve young people who are depressed, suicidal, or dysfunctional in a variety of ways. A number of 
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researchers focused on the effects of coping (Davey, Eaker & Walters, 2003; social support (Nettles, Mucherah, & 
Jones, 2000; Rouse, 2001). The studies reported contradictory findings (e.g. influence of social support), but the 
majority of the researchers have concluded that protective factors and resilience need to be enhanced in order to 
minimize stress and risk behaviors (Ahern 2007). 
Empirical evidence indicates that additional to the dynamic nature of resilience, it is also developmental in nature 
and interactive with one’s environment and sometime depend of the mentor figures/ modeling the characteristics as 
humor and emotional reactions. There is also evidence in the literature that contradictions exist regarding the effect 
of social support on this process. We are interested to study if the university/society is prepared to enhance/train 
positive resilience during the academic years. 
 
2. The main research question and purpose of the study 
Are the students and their mentors enabled to develop attitudes and abilities pertaining to resilience during their 
academic studies? Does humor express a resilience positive protective factor? 
Now neuroscience confirms that infants are social beings who can form close relationships, express themselves 
forcefully, exhibit preferences, and begin influencing people from the start. Children are capable of integrating 
complex information from many sources and, with a little help from their significant figures, begin regulating 
themselves and their environment. Where this natural capability, fundamental for resilience is lost, how academic 
education can enhance and bring it to the surface? Are the teachers able to perform resilience and so become models 
for their students 
 
3. Methods and participants 
We have given a stress event questionnaire to students and professors (with major in Communication and 
Psychology) in order to find people with high stress events during the last 12 month: Social Readjustment Rating 
Scale (Holmes & Rahe, 1967).  
We have separated an experimental group and a control group based on their score over 250 points on SRRS: 1. The 
participants in the experimental group were 26 students who considered that their performances have not been 
affected by the stressful events reported (age average 21.2; 48% males); 2. The participants in the control group of 
26 students admitted lasting depression reactions (age, average = 22.3; 50% males).  
For the experimental group we worked with four of their professors, based on preference ratings concerning the 
most influential figures; for the control group we also had four professors chosen as the most influential figures.  
An inquiry based on traits characteristic to resilience was given to both groups, both students and professors. We 
used The Resilience Scale, on line version (Wagnild & Young, 1987). The score is global and the items focused on 
factors as optimism, social skills, confidence in self and future, empathy, family and peers connectedness and 
availability, developing a supportive environment and engagement. This test has an additional questionnaire of 7 
questions concerning the health indicators for the past two weeks.  
The findings were corroborated with two personality measures: 1. The Humor Styles Questionnaire on line version 
(Martin & al., 2003) with four dimensions: affiliative humor, self-enhancing, aggressive humor, self –defeating 
humor), and 2. the Romanian Big Five Questionnaire, ABCD-M (Minulescu, 2010) with Extraversion, Maturity, 
Agreeability, Conscientiousness, and Self-Actualization. 
Due to the small samples of participants this paper is to be considered an exploratory study. 
 
4. Findings and qualitative interpretations 
4.1. Resilience 
The global average score of the experimental group of students is 86 (range 78 – 95) with the four professors having 
a global score of 93 (range 84 – 95).  
The control group score has an average score of 66 (range 55 – 69), with the professors having a global score of 60 
(range 54 – 65).  
In terms of qualitative significance, there is the possibility to conclude that the people from the experimental group, 
both students and significant professors they associate with, present characteristics of a strong resilient personality; 
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in the view of the research data reported by the authors, people with that score find life meaningful and are rarely 
depressed. The control group, on the contrary, have a average score that indicates moderate-low resiliency, with 
influential professors having even lower resilience scores, data which supports the general hypothesis that mentors’ 
attitudes, moods and values are similar with their followers. 
Resilience seems to be a good sensor for pro-active behaviour, and a good factor of student’s capacity to achieve 
positive outcomes despite adversity. The fact that the participants of both experimental and control group chose to 
rely on positive vs. negative resilient mentors is a first indication of the resiliency working as a guiding factor. 
4.2. Humor 
Considering the average scores of the four facets of the humor styles, there is a discrepancy between the behaviors 
of the two groups of participants. The resilient participants obtained an average score at affiliative humor of 3.8 / 5. 
This expression is a highly positive non-hostile type of humor that is used to reduce social tensions and smooth 
relationships, spontaneous jokes and witty banter among friends that is typical of this style of humor. 
Comparatively, the control group has a low score of 2.1 / 5 which is coherent for inducing social tension.   
The experimental group score for self-enhancing humor is 3.4 / 5. This type of humor generally serves as a coping 
mechanism for stress. It is related to taking things lightly and a generally humorous outlook on life. The control 
group had an extreme low score of 1.8 /5 which is consistent with difficulties in centering on the positive and 
optimist self, and not being able to overcome when frustrated. 
The experimental group score for aggressive humor is 2.4/5. This type of humor is used to establish dominance or 
relive frustration in social situations. Typical expressions include sarcasm, teasing or ridicule. Here the medium use 
of this type of humor helps to relieve frustration while preserving non-tensional emotional reactivity. The scores of 
the control group participants are much higher, 3.5/ 5 which is considered to exhibit aggressive tendencies.  
The experimental group score for self-defeating humor was 2.3/5. This style is expressed by being very self-
deprecating and accepting or encouraging jokes at ones expense. A little of this style is usually good and individuals 
who express this style strongly can be quite socially successful. The score of the control group is 3.1/5 but with 
grouping the scores at the two extremes of the scale the individual scores ranging from 1.2/5 which means extreme 
defending, to 4.2/5 which is consistent with using yourself as a „class clown”, both extremes indicating that the 
person is frequently underlined by emotional neediness, insecurity and avoidance.  
The results of the experimental group is consistent with a description of a behavior consistent with the capability of 
using humor as an asset in the interpersonal life, against accumulating frustration and producing win-win conditions. 
4.3. Big five dimensions 
The ABCD-M is a big five instrument build on linguistic paradigm, and each of the five dimensions has five facets. 
From the main five dimensions, two are slightly different in content as to the Costa and McCrae’s NEO-PI-R. 
Neuroticism is to be considered more a measure of Self-maturity in terms of values and coping, friendship 
orientation and ego-force and inhibition, and Openness is much connected with Maslow’s Actualization as 
profundity, independence, tolerance, sophistication and creativity describe the facets of the Romanian Self-
Actualization factor. 
Looking on the average scores of the two groups, there is a clear cut tendency to have scores over 50 (T-scores) vs. 
scores under 50 (T-scores) in the respective experimental and control participants. The average T-scores are as such: 
Extraversion 56 vs. 48, Maturity 58 vs. 38, Agreeability 62 vs. 46, Conscientiousness 56 vs. 32, and Self-
Actualization 67 vs. 37. The difference is quite sensible in terms of directions of behavior in each of the five 
dimensions. The profile for resilient students indicates that they are slightly extraverted, have a positive control of 
their emotions and pro-social values, are consistent in exhibiting agreeable interrelations, have capacity for order 
being able to self-organize, and are guided by curiosity and creative self-enhancing attitudes. The non-resilient 
participants have low T-scores on each of the five dimensions, exhibiting contrary aspects, especially significant for 
immaturity, difficulties in organizing towards meaningful aims, and a general attitude of both lack of curiosity and 
propensity for self-development. 
The average scores for the two groups are dissimilar for each scale/aspect assessed. As the number of the 
participants is quite small (26 + 4 for each sample) we consider the results only prospective.  
 
5. Conclusions 
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We find that humor is an important factor that appears to be present both in students and their respective teachers 
that reports resilient life-attitudes. We discovered that if the professors are deep pessimist and unable to express 
positive energies, their students are also pessimistic and lacking the healthy humor, but defend themselves with 
aggressive ironic humor.  
Using the qualitative interpretation, we have an image of the resilient individual which exhibits a positive 
interpersonal energy, with positive values and attitudes and a mature self-trust, open to agreeable reactions, quite 
interested in self-enhancement and order, assertive and tolerant towards the people around. What is surprising is the 
tendency that the personality profile of the influential professors is quite similar to the average profile of their 
respective students, in both groups. 
Resilience is more present in students when the behavior of the mentor is congruent, even if in the teacher-student 
dialogue/ communication this is not a subject, and resilience facts are not disclosed as such. The lack in self-
confidence of the professors can be viewed as a risk factor in the education system.  
With the increasing of the sample of participants, both students and mentors, further analyses of the variables using 
bidirectional hierarchical multiple regression of the three levels of the model (stress, humor and big five factors, and 
continuum of resilience) may result in statistically significant models. 
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